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Section 1- evidence if a clear understanding of a variety of play types. The significance of holistic play to be considered.
Section 2 – evidence if clear understanding of why its important for children to choose there own play and importance of the role of adults in children’s play
Section 3- discussion and understanding of observation method for young children
Section 4- demonstrate understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and consider how it affects child’s engagement and accuracy.
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Section 1 
Play is essential to early childhood, as it supports holistic development. Through play, children explore their surroundings and experience a range of emotions. This is recognised in the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022) and the Quality Framework for Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care in Wales (Welsh Government, 2023). Both documents emphasise the importance of play and the impact it can have on a child’s confidence, independence, perseverance and ability to collaborate with others. Play also supports physical, creative and intellectual development. According to Waters-Davies (2022), imaginative play provides opportunities for children to solve problems and make sense of the world around them. This type of play is often based on events that have already happened or may happen in the future, and it helps children develop empathy as they act out different scenarios, emotions and feelings. Play Wales (2023) describes imaginative play as children replaying their experiences, such as observing a parent cooking dinner and imitating this in their play. Imaginative play has many benefits, allowing children to engage in pretend scenarios that help them practise and refine cognitive, social and emotional skills. This supports memory, thinking, language and selfregulation (Bodrova and Leong, 2005, cited in Kingdon, 2018). When rich imaginative play opportunities are provided, children develop skills including social, mathematical, literacy and selfregulation abilities (Leong and Bodrova, 2012, cited in Kingdon, 2018). Edwards (2011, cited in Kingdon, 2018) emphasises that a child’s experiences influence their imaginative play, as the more experiences they have, the more they can draw on their imagination. However, not all children will have the same range of experiences to be able to act out, this may limit their imaginative play, meaning some children may require support to fully benefit from these opportunities from a practitioner. This highlights the holistic development that imaginative play offers. Vygotsky argued that imaginative play is the leading activity for children in the early years, as they use their imagination to change objects to represent something else and create rules to guide the roles they are copying (Webster 2025).
Physical play can be seen as essential to holistic development. Gross motor play such as climbing, running, balancing and moving objects. Physical play is a crucial way of supporting a child’s physical capability in the way they process, their emotional regulations and social interactions. (( Brussoni et al., 2017). Research shows physical play in early childhood strengthens a child’s motor skills, confidence and their wellbeing which demonstrates a clear link between opportunities for a child to freely move and overall development. ( Brussoni et al., 2017). Physical play supports a child’s cognitive control and problem solving, in accordance with Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, the emphasis on learning through social interaction, and Froebel’s belief that movement is seen as a natural method of learning. Physical outdoor play supports a child’s resilience and self-regulation, particularly when children engage in manageable risk, which is supported by open-access research on a child’s wellbeing and risky play.(Brussoni et al., 2017). The development benefits align with the curriculum for Wales, positioning physical development as a centre to the health and wellbeing area of learning and experience. (Welsh Government, 2022). Physical play can be facilitated through enabling environments, loose parts, daily access to outdoor spaces and the use of risk benefit assessments that balance safety with challenge, ensuring all children can participate. In contrast, despite strong evidence physical play is often constrained by practitioner anxieties, over cautious cultures and restricted environments. These limitations unintentionally reduce a child’s opportunities to move, explore and develop physical confidence (Brussoni et al., 2017).
Overall, imaginative play and physical play make significant contributions to children’s holistic development. Imaginative play supports their cognitive, social and physical growth in interconnected ways by enabling children to explore ideas, experiences and emotions whilst physical play strengthens motor competence, resilience and their wellbeing finding a foundation for a child’s development needs. Together these forms of play reflect on the principles embedded within Welsh policy, emphasising the importance of rich, varied child led experiences. By providing responsive environments, meaningful interactions and equitable opportunities, practitioners can ensure all children can benefit fully from the developmental potential play can offer.

Section 2
According to Vasilopoulos et al. (2026), high quality imaginative play is a form of self directed play, where the child is the one who initiates and follows their own play, and the adult only joins when invited or when support is genuinely needed. The practitioners in their study highlight that when adults intervene too early or too often, they may unintentionally change the child’s direction of play, interrupting the flow and reducing the child’s ownership of their learning. Mohan et al. (2022) also argue that self directed play occurs when a child follows their own interests and is given the freedom to explore without unnecessary adult direction. They emphasise that this type of play supports children to regulate their emotions and can even help them make sense of trauma or difficult experiences. Because of this, self directed play is seen as essential for both emotional and cognitive development, offering children opportunities to explore their imagination, test ideas and express themselves freely. Many practitioners note that self directed play happens more naturally outdoors, where children feel they can play more freely and where adults tend to interrupt less. The outdoor environment gives children a sense of freedom and space, allowing their imagination to blossom as they create their own personal play using the materials available to them. This is strengthened by enabling adults who understand when to step back and when to join in sensitively, ensuring that the child remains in control of the play. The addition of loose parts outdoors further supports children’s imagination and schema development, offering a holistic approach that encourages creativity, problem solving and deep engagement. 
Agger (2025) adds that adults can support self directed play by knowing the right time to intervene in order to help a child think, without taking over or directing what they are doing. Agger (2025) emphasises that although children need opportunities for self directed play and will naturally play in this way, they do not always push their learning forward independently. In these moments, the adult can step in to enhance the child’s learning by asking open ended questions, offering gentle scaffolding and intervening at the right time to extend thinking. This approach helps children to gain focus, be creative and colearn through play. However, Agger (2025) also warns that if an adult intervenes at the wrong time, the child may simply copy or mimic the adult rather than developing their own ideas or introducing new ways of learning. Agger concludes that adults enhance self directed play most effectively when they are in tune with the children, understand their developmental needs and pedagogy, and ensure that play remains the child’s choice. 
Whalley (n.d.) explains that adults should ensure the environment is prepared in a way that gives children opportunities to enhance their own learning. Adults are seen as enablers who should only engage in the child’s play to help them think more deeply or explore new possibilities, while still ensuring the child remains in control. Whalley emphasises that the adult’s role is to create a space that enables the child to learn, providing resources, time and space for the child to create their own play. Through careful observation, adults can recognise when they need to step back and when they should support the child’s learning. This is part of the adult’s scaffolding role, where they may model play or continue the play alongside the child, but always in a way that ensures the child maintains ownership. Whalley concludes that high quality practice involves supporting children when needed and knowing when it is best to intervene without taking over the child’s play or causing them to lose interest.
Observation is important in early childhood, it enables a practitioner to understand children’s development, their interests and wellbeing through careful, purposeful watching and listening. Observation helps practitioners build an accurate picture of what children can do, what they already know and understand and what they may need help with. An observation helps with responsive planning and high‑quality interactions. The Welsh Government (2023) defines observation as an ongoing, formative process that supports practitioners to notice significant moments in children’s play, analyse what these moments reveal about learning, and respond appropriately to extend development .Louis (2021) defines observation as paying attention, watching what the child is doing, listening to them, noticing their interests and what holds their attention. A practitioner should be able to reflect on what they have seen the child do and what they are learning. If they do this well, they notice meaningful details to help support the child’s learning. According to CoramPACEY (2025) observation is noticing and tuning into a child’s play.  It is important that play is child centred, observing is key to getting to know a child through a holistic approach. Noting their interests, behaviours to plan future experiences and enhance development. Welsh Government (2022) says observation is finding out what motivates a child, their interests. Effective observation is seeing and hearing, then responding to help the child develop. Using a range of techniques will offer a holistic understanding of a child. 
Section 3
The Notice–Analyse–Respond (NAR) is used across Wales and is recommended within the Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) framework (Welsh Government, 2023). And the Curriculum for funded non-maintained settings. (Welsh Government 2022). The method begins with noticing, The practitioner will observe children naturally playing without interrupting or re directing the play. They are paying attention to body language, language, interactions, and emotional cues. Noting exactly what they see. Next the practitioner will analyse, this involves pulling out what the observation means this may include where the child is developmentally, are they happy, sad or reserved, is there a schema happening, what is the child  interested in. Lastly the practitioner will respond,  this requires a practitioner to take action, this could be the environment, adding new resources, modelling language or play, or implementing it to future experiences through planning. This cycle ensures practitioners are active enabling adults to ensure a high-quality pedagogy (Welsh Government 2022). 
One of the key strengths of NAR is that it aligns with contemporary theories of learning, Louis (2022) emphasises it helps to see a holistic background, it sees the child as an autonomous learner. It reflects Froebel’s view that observation helps practitioners to understand children’s interests, what motivates them and how they think and learn. Enabling the adult to be responsive and offer support.
The benefits of the NAR method are widely recognised especially in Welsh Policy. First, it helps to see a whole picture of a child and their development. When a practitioner observe children in their natural play, they see holistic development simultaneously. Open‑access research by Tucker et al. (2018) and Brussoni et al. (2017) demonstrates that observing children in natural play environments provides better opportunity for a richer environment and high quality assessments. NAR also supports child‑led practice. By noticing what children are doing, the practitioners can plan engaging experiences that build on the children’s interests, and enhance their skills and help them to be confident, which aligns with the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and its emphasis on autonomy, curiosity and wellbeing. Lastly, NAR helps with the child-adult relationship. When practitioners observe sensitively and not interrupt play , they notice children’s cues, emotions and communication styles. (Welsh Government 2022)
However, the NAR approach also has limitations. A key challenge lies in practitioner subjectivity. Analysis is heavily reliant on professional interception which can vary depending on the experience, the bias or confidence. Bath(2021) research highlights that reflective dialogue and team moderation are essential for ensuring consistency and accuracy within an observational assessment. Another limitation is time. High quality noticing requires a practitioner to be available and attentive whilst working in conditions that can be challenging within busy settings and also staff pressures. Also, some aspects of development, such as internal emotional states or emerging cognitive processes may not be viable through observation alone, meaning NAR should be complemented by conversations with families, a child’s voice and involvement of multi agencies insights when appropriate.
Despite the limitations, the NAR provides a holistic and responsive framework which aligns closely with the Welsh policy and reflects best international practice. It allows support to practitioners to understand a child deeply, respond sensitively and plan with purpose. When used reflectively and collaboratively NAR offers a powerful method for capturing the richness of children’s play and development.

Section 4 
Play is fundamental to offering high quality observations and assessments in early childhood because it provides a clear insight into child development, what they are interested in and how they cope in the environment. This is something Welsh policy feels is a natural way of learning. The Welsh Government documents emphasise the importance of effective environments and engaging experiences of play opportunities to help with the children’s development. (Welsh Government 2022). This is reinforced in the Assessment Arrangements for 0–3‑year‑olds in Wales, it outlines 4 types of observations that practitioners should  embed into everyday practice ensuring that the observation tunes into the child’s interest, how they are developing and how the response can enhance their development (Welsh Government 2023). Observing children in play is important because children will explore and play freely, without any pressure from an adult directing their play. A child is born curious. When children are engrossed in their play they holistically develop (PACEY Cynru 2025). This aligns with Vygotsky who described play as the leading activity in early years practice, enabling children to operate within their Zone of Proximal Development. Observing children in play therefore allows a practitioner to see how the child can play independently and also what they can achieve with guidance of scaffolding (Webster 2025).
According to Pyle et al.., (2020) Practitioners can gather natural evidence through observing, rather than interrupting the child’s play to test them. Pyle et al.., (2020) completed work on play based assessments, this demonstrated that assessments that were created through play allowed the practitioner to write the assessments at ease. Similarly, the Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care assessment guidance in Wales emphasises that practitioners should observe in ways that are meaningful, purposeful and beneficial to enhance the child’s development and understand their everyday interactions,  this will provide an accurate reflection to be able to write the child’s formal assessment (Welsh Government, 2023). 
An observation is strengthened when children are able to freely choose what they want to do and play with,  the Curriculum for Wales emphasises that play is an important part of pedagogy, stating that children learn, engage and explore, when they can be independent and  when their learning experiences are authentic within rich environments and enabling adults.(Welsh Government 2023) The research also states that play is more effective than adult led activities. (Stagnitti et al., 2016; DeLuca, 2016). Together, these both support holistic, child‑centred assessments and observations. 
However, the accuracy of an observation would depend on the purpose of the observation, ensuring it is at an appropriate time. The Welsh Government’s assessment guidance asks practitioners to reflect on “What is our role, as the enabling adult, in observing babies and young children?” (Welsh Government, 2023). If the practitioner directs play or try’s to take over, the observations may not reflect the child’s strengths and learning outcomes and be more about what the adult is doing. (Welsh Government 2023). Pyle et al. (2020) argues that when an adult is focused on directing, than observing and following the child’s lead, the play becomes less authentic and assessment become unrealistic. A practitioner who is skilled will ensure that they are an observer, they will be a facilitator and  document what they see, rather than instructing the children and disturbing the learning.
To help a practitioner to ensure their observation is accurate and a true observation of the child, they should include the reflective questions provided. They need to ensure they are using a variety of observation methods. That the observation is not going to interrupt that authentic learning, have they summarised and used notice, analyse and respond in their day-to-day practice. Have they looked at the developmental pathways to extend learning opportunities and do they share observations with parents (Welsh Government 2023). This will ensure a more holistic approach. 
Observing when a child is playing helps to see a clear picture of the child’s likes and dislikes, where a child is at developmentally, it helps create a picture of the child’s learning as it unfolds. When observing a child the practitioner may link what they see to Schema’s or any of the developmental pathways which are linked to the curriculum for funded non maintained (Welsh Government 2022) or the developmental pathways 0-3 (Welsh Government 2023)
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